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“I know we’re human, but I forget  
if we’re pre, near, or sub!” 
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At-risk second-grade readers failed to 
understand the meanings of 
compound words and did not 
recognize related word (e.g., quick, 
quickly, quicksand, quicken)  
(Nagy, Berninger, Abbott, Vaughan, & Vermeulen, 2003) 

What would you call grass  
where bees like to hide?    

beegrass  or  grassbee? 
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•  doghouse 
•  ice cube 
•  red-winged blackbird 
•  pickpocket 
•  Lazy Susan 

O!
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Morpheme: The smallest unit of meaning in a word, the building blocks 
of language 

Common English Morphemes: 

roots: inspector, phonics 

base word: unlikely   light  house 

prefix: re-, un-, dis- 

suffix: -able, -ive, -ly!!!
H$affixes 

#!$%&'(!)**+,&!"-./! #!$%&'(!)**+,&!"-./! Q!

CONVICT A CONVICT 
EXTRACT SOME EXTRACT 
REFUSE THE REFUSE 

AFFIX THE AFFIX TO THE BASE 
AFFIX THE PREFIX BEFORE THE BASE 
AFFIX THE SUFFIX AFTER THE BASE 
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•  Knowledge 
•  Insight 
•  Aptitude 
•  Self-efficacy 

..!

MA is “The ability to reflect upon and manipulate 
morphemes and employ word formation rules in one’s 
language” (Kuo & Anderson, 2006, p. 161).  

#!$%&'(!)**+,&!"-./!
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        ELP Standards                                    | AZ Common Core 

An average sixth grader should be 
able to infer about 60% of the word 
meanings in printed school texts, 
through knowledge of their 
morphemes, applied to context  
(Nagy & Anderson, 1984) 

.N!)**+,&E!"-./!

1.  Look outside the word at context clues. 

2.  Look inside the word for meaningful bits, 
or draw an analogy to a similar word. 

3.  Combine the clues. 

4.  Test your hypothesis--try the idea in the sentence. 

.O!

(Baumann et al., 2003, 2007; Ebbers & Denton, 2008) 
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Adapted from Bringing Words to Life 
Beck, McKeown, and Kucan, 2002 
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sociable 

hmmm….socialize, antisocial, sociopath, society 
social worker, ice cream social, social studies,  

social  + able 
hmmm…able to be social?  

)**+,&E!"-./! ".!)**+,&E!"-./!
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Jamie’s Journey: The Savannah  
(Ebbers, 2012) 

Jamie tenderly murmurs  
and gives him a cuddle. 
The courageous new friends  
form a weather-bound huddle. 

"/!

#!$%&'(!)**+,&!"-./! "0!

prefix re- not prefix re- reheat 
red 
return 
read 
rebuild 
rewind 
rest 
rescue 

reheat red 

#!$%&'(!)**+,&!"-./! "M!

interior 
exterior 
posterior 
anterior 
ulterior 
deteriorate 
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#!$%&'(!)**+,&!"-./! "N!

pro (forward) progress step forward 
re (back, again) regress step back 
con (with, together) congress step together 
di (away from) digress step away 
trans (across) transgress step across 
e (out) egress step out 

#!$%&'(!)**+,&!"-./! "O!

benefit 
beneficial 
beneficiary 
benefactor 
benediction 
benevolent 
Benedict Arnold 
très bien  

"P!

derivation 
(derivational  
suffix or prefix) 

inflection 
(inflectional 
suffix) 

compound 

boy basic word  
or base word 

boys 

boyfriend 

boyish, boyishly,  
boyhood 

a form of the word, in the same  
grammatical category  

a new word, often abstract and  
nuanced; often a different  
grammatical category 

;'(!&>'(5!':9(+Z!

;'((9>!*+!A%,>?+,!1',&+5!

$F!)**+,&E!"-./! #!$%&'(!)**+,&!"-./! "Q!

-ist --or --ian --er --eer 

scientist governor librarian teacher engineer 

pianist mayor dietician painter mountaineer 

cartoonist senator politician leader pioneer 

/-!

derivation 
(derivational  
suffix or prefix) 

inflection 
(inflectional 
suffix) 

compound 

farm basic word  
or base word 

farms, farmed, 
farming 

farmhouse, 
farmland 

farmer, farmable, 
micro-farming 

$F!)**+,&E!"-./!

a form of the word, in the same  
grammatical category  

a new word, often abstract and  
nuanced; often a different  
grammatical category 
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•  ?+':![![!?+':+,![![!?+':>?!

•  =6&+![![!!=6&+:B![![!=6&59<!

•  7'19,![![!7'19,6\+![![!!+7'19,'>+!

•  1:+'&+![![!!1:+'&'(>![![!!1:+'&%,+!

•  6@(6>+![![!6@(689(!

•  1,9765+![![!!1,976&69(!

shift happens,  
frequently 

/"!$F!)**+,&E!"-./!

Adding a derivational suffix creates a complex new word, 
often nuanced, usually of a different grammatical category 

//!

-ism generates a noun 
   an abstract noun 

activism 

-ism  

/0!)**+,&E!"-./! /M!#!$%&'(!)**+,&!"-./!
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and many more! 

/O!
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    sol 
    Latin for ‘sun’ 

solar 
solstice 
parasol 
girasol 
solarium 
solar energy 
lunisolar 
solariphobic  

Scientia sol mentis 
Knowledge, the sun of the 
mind. 
Motto of Delaware College, USA. 

Sol lucet omnibus 
The sun shines for everyone. 

/P! 39 

Anglin: What does the word treelet mean? 
 OK. Maybe it means like a tree and maybe like for 
Christmas you can put lights on it… 

Anglin: Can you tell me anything more about treelet? 
 Is  it  [spelled]  l-e-t   or   l-i-t? 

Anglin: Actually, it’s l-e-t. 
 I’m not sure about this, but it might mean a baby tree… 

Fifth-Grader (excerpt, p. 100) 

#!$%&'(!)**+,&!"-./!

0-!

ANGLIN, 1993 
#!$%&'(!)**+,&!"-./! 0.!

see Butler et al., 2004, p. 48 

#!$%&'(!)**+,&!"-./!

•  Phonological Awareness   
–  (PA)  

•  Orthographic Awareness   
–  (OA) 

•  Morphological Awareness   
–  (MA) 

0"!#!$%&'(!)**+,&!"-./! 0/!

“It is hard to overstate the importance 
of morphology in vocabulary growth”  

(Nagy & Scott, 2000, p. 275) 

#!$%&'(!)**+,&!"-./!
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For every word known by the 
average reader who utilizes 
morphemic and contextual 
information, an additional one 
to three words should be 
understandable 
(Nagy & Anderson, 1984) 

form 

forming 

reform 

reformation 

00!#!$%&'(!)**+,&!"-./!

Beware the Jabberwock, my son! 
   The jaws that bite, the claws that catch! 
Beware the Jubjub bird, and shun 
   The frumious Bandersnatch!"   

What a ____ idea!  
(ribatism, ribatious, ribation, ribatize) 

0M!#!$%&'(!)**+,&!"-./!

 “drop in” for  a 
visit 

     just “drop by” 

       droplet 
       droplets 

dropper 

dropkick 

eye dropper 
eye droppers 

drop 

 drop 
 drops 

 dropping 
 dropped 

lemon drop 
gum drop 
teardrop 

0N!#!$%&'(!)**+,&!"-./! #!$%&'(!)**+,&!"-./! 0O!

kind 

kindness 

unkind 

unkindly kindly 

I am… 

I act… 

I show… unkindness 

predictable unpredictable 

predictably unpredictably 

predictability unpredictability 

un = not, opposite syntax shift 

0P!#!$%&'(!)**+,&!"-./! #!$%&'(!)**+,&!"-./! 0Q!

White, Sowell, and Yanagihara (1989) found that 
third-graders who were given training on the nine 
most common prefixes and a strategy for 
decomposing words into roots and suffixes 
outperformed a control group on several measures 
of word meaning. 

They concluded that teaching at least the top nine 
prefixes (if not all twenty) to middle school 
students would pay dividends in increased 
vocabulary learning.    
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#!$%&'(!)**+,&!"-./! M-!

1.  unable 

2.  review 

3.  inedible  

 (immobile, impolite, 
illegal, irresponsible) 

4.  distrust 

5.  enlighten (empower) 

6.  nonsense  

7.  inside (implant) 

8.  overload  

9.  misguide 

10. submarine 

11. preheat 

12. interview 

13. forewarn 

14. derail 

15. transfer 

16. supersonic 

17. semicircle 

18. antifreeze 

19. midterm 

20. underfed 
M.!

target word 

definition 

sketch 

sentence(s) 

grammatical category 

root 

morph related words 

cognate 

fracture 

  verb or noun 

 fractur! 

fract (Latin, “to break” 

fraction 
fractional 
fractionalize  
fractal 

To fracture something is to break it.  A fracture is a break. 

Jose fell from the tree and fractured his leg. His fracture will heal. 

build, repair, heal 
antonym or synonym  

Matrix on Vocabulogic website, provided courtesy of Real Spelling and Pascal Mira (© 
2010) 

M/!#!$%&'(!)**+,&!"-./!

rage, raging, enraged, 
outrageous, etc. 

human, humankind, inhuman, 
dehumanizing  

announce/ denounce-dethrone/ pronounce 

M0!#!$%&'(!)**+,&!"-./!
MM!

MM!#!$%&'(!)**+,&!"-./!
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#!$%&'(!)**+,&!"-./! MN!

Estimates from a computerized survey of about 80,000 words in 
the old Shorter Oxford Dictionary (3rd ed.), published in Ordered 
Profusion, Finkenstaedt & Wolff (1973) 

#!$%&'(!)**+,&!"-./! MO!

#!$%&'(!)**+,&!"-./! MP!

Germanic 
French 

Latin Greek 

#!$%&'(!)**+,&!"-./! MQ!

Germanic French Latin Greek 
bathroom toilet lavatory 
drawing portrait picture photograph 

Sort each row of synonyms by origin: 

•  royal, king, monarch, regal 

•  chaperone, watchman, sentinel 

•  chagrin, shame, embarrassment 

•  victory, win, triumph 

•  motion picture, show, cinema, theater 

#!$%&'(!)**+,&!"-./! N-!

Germanic French Latin Greek 
drawing portrait picture photograph 

king (C.) royal regal monarch 
wreck sabotage subvert 

watchman chaperone sentinel, sentry 
shame chagrin embarrassment, humiliation 
hearten encourage inspire 
show cinema motion picture theater 

fatherly paternal patriarchal 
thought perspective, opinion idea 

win victory triumph 

holy sacred consecrated 

See also Bryson, 1990; King, 2000; Lederer, 1991  
N.!

ps  /s/  psoriasis, pseudopod, psychosis 

pn /n/  pneumonia, pneumatics, pneumonic 

ch  /k/  mitochondria, arachnid, archaeology 

ph /f/  asphyxiate, phenomenon, diaphragm 

rh  /r/  rhizome, rhodium, rheology, hemorrhage 

x  /z/  xenia, xylem, xenon 

#!$%&'(!)**+,&!"-./!
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N"!#!$%&'(!)**+,&!"-./!

Daily Oral Vocabulary Exercises   
(Ebbers & Carroll) 

#!$%&'(!)**+,&!"-./!

N0!
$%&'(!)**+,&!"-./!

NM!
65 

•  See Baumann, Edwards, Boland, & Olejnik, 2003 
–  Vocabulary Tricks… 

•  See Edwards, Font, Baumann, & Boland, 2004 
–  Unlocking Word Meanings  

•  See Baumann, Ware, & Edwards, 2007 
–  Bumping into Spicy, Tasty Words….  

•  See Ebbers & Denton, 2008 
–  A Root Awakening… 

•  See my blog Vocabulogic 
•  See various articles in the CDL Online library 


